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By ROGER MORRIS
Western News Publisher

On Thursday, Rep. Denny Rehberg
became the first Montana congressional dei-
egation member to consider language creat-
ing a “Healthy Libby Fund” for Libby-area
asbestos victims using a portion of Keotenai
National Forest timber sale receipts.

Rehberg was in Libby to meet with a
committee trying to find timber to keep the
local plywood mill open and to find funding
for asbestos victims healthcare, -

. “The people of Libby have suffered
greatly from the contamination of the ver-
miculite-mine,” Rehberg said in a press
release distributed prior to his visit. “As
Montana's congressman, 1 intend to do all 1
can to help keep Libby on the road to
recovery. A key part of that recovery is
keeping the local economy viable.”

The language for the “Healthy Libby
Fund” was accepted by the community task
force Monday working to solve two prob-
lems: Identify an additional 20 million
board feet of timber for the Stimson Mill in
Libby and find a funding mechanism for a
local medical fund for asbestos victims,

The proposal accepted by the committee
might raise up to $1 miilion or not greater
than 30 percent of the federal share a year
from timber receipts collected on sales
above the KNF’s present baseline of 60
rombf a year.

The ianguage proposes that the money go
to the “Lincoln County, Montana Health
Department” to estzblish and operate 2 fund
to provide health services to individuals
with health-related problems from asbestos
exposure pricr to 2002 in or near Libby and
who have been denied health care coverage
by other existing health care programs.
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1. Conunuedﬁ'omPasel

- |, Andrew Miller; chief operating

officer. for Stimson, identified
) theuoedforatleman addition-

al 20 mmbf of -timber ‘a year *
lftheleby:mIl._
" is to remain open i tlte neai

from the

future.

Thus far “the’ communily :

oommttlee hag identified 5-15

mmbfmurbanmter&cethm—:
nmg,bmshlngandlosgmsm

the-Libby andl-‘orﬁheateas

The urgéncy to find additwn-- '

" al timber is based on the com-
pletion” of a 10:yeaf supply
agréement with Flum’ Creek,
which terminates in about 16
months, )

" Andiher problem plngumg
Stimson is compensation liabil-

- ity cldims froni employees with

-] asbestossrelated heslth’ prob-

lems.” Milier shid the -claims -

have helped pushed Stimson's

insurance o astrommiual levels -
“with anolher increase pendmg_‘

) nextyw

' He chapged the committee
with findifig timber and a way
to provide local residents with

relief from asbestospelated’
health bills in the wake ofWR.'I

Grace filing for bankruptey,

For nearly 30 years, Graoe"

mined and milled vermiculite
that was contaminated with
asbestos. While Grace has been

: _providing health coverage . for-

about 850 people with ashestos-
related diseases; ﬂley have been
tightening the "qualifications
and benefits for their plans,

Local, state dnd federal med-:

4 jeal officiats do not belicve the

Grite plan will remain in exis-
tence long enough 10 protect

Libby area businesses from

future Ilablllty claims or jave
the area’s medlcal facilities -

from, thousands of pstients
unable to pay for critically
needed health care. .
‘While U.S. Sen. Max Baucus
has been investigating a white
lung program, it's not belisved
locally that the benefits of a
national program would - fully
covér local health needs. Thus
supplemental = coverage s
beluwednmary
- The idea of using timber
receipts for the fund was first
identified by Miller in digeus-
sions with administration and

- congressional representatives in

late Jude. He Shavéd thit infor-
mation with community men-
bers during a July teleconfer-

ence mecting at Libby City’

Hall.

The idea is msmg concerns
among some members of the
community task force. Rick
Bass of the Yaak Valley Forest
Council “is, cohceined * with

putting the necds of sick and_

it uees for a medtcal fun:l
would‘créaté 4. red “flag withi
ummnmenuhm ‘and” some .
members of congrees. ans
aaid

He's cmcemed about the

- sumofmeeﬁ‘orltokeepd:e
mill apen. “My-conceriy s this
couldbeapolnrlzmg item.”he

Commisioner- th;: Witdom:*
said the -govemot’s task for

Libby’s-sishestos-relatid. health -
- problems discussed hiring o sta,

tistician and an' epidemiologist.
0’ cpedte ‘an-actuarial* study of -
the Libby pioblem’

-First National Bank Pm;dem
John Jolianson'said no onie has 2~
haidle .on tiow big the health.
problém is owside of 850 ped- .
ple presemtly dlagnosod “and-

" Grace spending so much money |

during ‘the fifst two ywsof
healthmsmmeoovmp

“We don’t know whem e
are in the progression ‘of lhis

- disease,” hie aaid.

 The medical-fund committée
can't estimate “dosts of long-
terin - health. unléss théy know
how ' many peoplé’ can ' be

© expected 1o be dlagnosed in the

coming Years, .
-In addition to Ianguage call-

ing for tifaber receipis 10 creaté

a fund, the -Community task,

fotce i3 fecommending <that’

* $250,000° from ‘timber. tet&ipts:

be provided for work associated;
with the completioil, of neces--
sary documenhtiou 16 pmceedf
with additional timber safes:
from; the Kootenal Natlonal:
Forest : .

- Task force fac:lnator Bruce: | -
V‘mcem gaid e oongressm-m[; ’
délegation told ~community”
membérs that creative proposals -
would be needed to be present- -
ed to them for-considération to -
solve both the timber supply:-
and the health fund problems.




